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Watermarks in the PSU Codex Fasciculus temporum and the Paper Trade

My research this term focused on the five watermarks located within the first text of the
PSU Codex, the Fasciculus temporum. The Fasciculus temporum is a world chronicle written by
Werner Rolevinck and printed by Johann Prüss in Strasbourg. A world chronicle is a text which
contains the history of the world, generally starting with biblical creation and extending all the
way to the time in which the author was writing. World chronicles generally contain secular,
ecclesiastical, and biblical histories, with the story of Christ being portrayed as the pivotal event
in human history. They were incredibly popular throughout the Middle Ages; however,
Rolevinck’s Fasciculus temporum is special because it was the first world chronicle ever to be
printed.
Within the printed version of Rolevinck’s text are papermarks, more formally known as
watermarks. Watermarks are symbols on paper which are initially hidden to the naked eye but
can be revealed by holding the piece of paper up to a source of light. They look lighter than the
rest of the paper and are easily distinguishable from any images printed on the page.1 The first
known use of watermarks was in Italy during the thirteenth century, in the year 1282.2 Dard
Hunter, the author of Papermaking, wrote that after their creation, “The use of papermarks
[watermarks] soon became general and hundreds of different devices were employed in every
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papermaking country throughout Europe.”3 In the beginning they were extremely simplistic in
design and Hunter argues that during the early stages, “They may have been employed as signals
or symbols for conveying meanings among the workers who made them, or among those who
used the paper in which the simple outline designs were impressed.”4 Watermarks would grow
more complex as paper became the main material used for book making: “After gradually
replacing the more expensive parchment as a material to write on—which occurred in Central
Europe in the fifteenth century—. . . paper has remained the most important carrier of writing
until our time.”5 As medieval paper replaced parchment, it would become the carrier of
thousands of different watermarks, providing modern scholars with a way to track the suppliers
of the paper used by early printers.
The process of making watermarks is complicated and best explained by this quote from
Hunter in Papermaking, “Paper was made on ‘laid’ moulds, and the sheets so moulded retained
the impressions of the ‘laid’ and ‘chain’ wires used in the constructions of moulds, any
wirework, in the form of objects, added to the top surface of this ‘laid’ and ‘chain’ wire covering
also made impressions in the paper.”6 There is no actual water used in the process of making
watermarks, but rather a wire. It remains unknown as to why they are known by this name;
Hunter argues that the specific term “watermark” is believed to have originated in the English
language.7
To date, there have been five watermarks discovered in PSU’s edition of the Fasciculus
temporum. These watermarks consist of: 1) a tête-boeuf [bull’s head] with a letter tau held up by
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a rod; 2) a letter ‘p’ with a forked bottom and quatrefoil on top; 3) another letter ‘P’ which has a
larger fork and a trefoil as well as a dash; 4) a six-petalled flower; and 5) a circle with a vertical
line protruding from the top. There are many reasons why there would be more than one
watermark within a single text. Hunter writes:
In examining old books a great profusion of watermarks may be noted in the paper of an
individual volume, some fifteenth-century works containing a dozen or more different
papermarks in a single book. To account for this variety some writers contend that it was
necessary for the early printers to purchase their paper from scattered mills to enable
them to procure sufficient material for their use, claiming that the mills were small and
could not manufacture paper in sufficient quantities, uniform in size, thickness, and
watermark.8
This tells the observer that Johann Prüss, the man who owned the press on which our copy of the
Fasciculus temporum was printed, purchased his paper from several different paper mills.
Given that there are multiple watermarks within the text, there is an important question
that must be answered: What information can watermarks give the observer? According to John
Bidwell, author of “The Study of Paper as Evidence, Artefact, and Commodity,” the answer is
simple: “Close scrutiny of watermarks and other marks of manufacture can reveal bibliographic
evidence that will help date and localize a document or to interpret its significance.”9 Localizing
the watermarks allows us to begin tracing the sale and travel of paper as a commodity from
different paper mills around Lotharingia to Prüss’ press in Strasbourg. However, coming up with
a match is not as easy as it sounds.10 Matching watermarks can be very difficult and, at some
times, even frustrating, because the differences are often minute.11 There are two ways of
describing this phenomenon:
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Watermark research differentiates between ‘identical watermarks’ and ‘variants’.
Watermarks that are considered ‘identical’ are the same in all details – both the
impression of the wire figure and the placement on the mould – and so are perfectly
congruent, which can be tested by laying transparent copies one above the other. In
contrast, watermarks that are classified as ‘variants’, as the term is used today, were
clearly made with the same wire figure, but during the production process the shape of
the figure changed, creating watermarks that are different from one another.12
While these differences can be very hard to detect, they are extremely important to consider
when trying to correctly match a watermark.
Studying the watermarks in this codex provides some information on the paper trade in
Europe during the late fifteenth century. John Bidwell writes that, “Paper plays a subsidiary role
in book production; it is the basic substance of which books are made.”13 It would have been
extremely difficult, not to mention expensive or even impossible, to print books as efficiently
using vellum. Bidwell goes on to write that, “Paper can be viewed as a bulk commodity linking
the paper trade with the book trade.”14 Studying the paper trade is an essential part of studying
the book trade in late medieval Europe. It would not have been possible to print as many books
and establish such a large market had paper not been a readily available commodity to use in
book making. It became apparent that as the popularity of books rose, so too would the necessity
for paper. Paper mills became a flourishing industry within Europe and due to the fact that one
paper mill was not enough to supply one press, the number of papermills rapidly grew.
With the introduction of printing, the paper industry within Europe became an extremely
successful, although it is important to note that running a paper mill was not cheap; according to
Hunter, “For every size of paper two moulds and one deckle were required, appliances fashioned
only with difficulty and considerable outlay of money.”15 Due to the cost of supplies and labor,
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paper mills were always competing with each other to bring in the most money but, as Bidwell
describes, selling paper was not that simple, “The sale of paper to the book trade involved more
than just a casual exchange of cash for goods. On many occasions it called for a detailed contract
that fixed credit terms, set a deadline for delivery, and provided for payment by a variety of
means.”16 This led to a close relationship between printing shops and the paper mills from which
they purchased their paper. Therefore, we can assume that Johann Prüss’ press was possibly a
loyal customer of a specific paper mill or mills, meaning there would be similar watermarks in
other texts printed at Prüss’ press in Strasbourg. The only way to prove this assumption would be
finding the same watermarks in other works published by Prüss.
I was able to match one of the watermarks used in the Fasciculus temporum. The
watermark I was able to match was the second one listed above—a letter p with a forked bottom
and quatrefoil on the top. The paper mill associated with this watermark was located in Antwerp,
Belgium, and owned by a man named Mathias van der Goes.17 According to the Piccard database
of watermarks, which I used to match the Belgian watermark, this specific watermark was used
between the years of 1489 and 1491, which matches the time in which our codex Fasciculus was
printed.18 Further research and identification of the remaining watermarks would allow us to
localize other paper mills that were used to supply Johann Prüss. It would also be worth pursuing
research on the pricing of paper during this era.
Dard Hunter writes about how the cost of paper varied based on the size being used.
Given that there were not that many different sizes of paper during this time, there were
generally two cost points for making paper, “About two dollars [florins] a ream for the lesser
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size or quality to about six dollars [florins] a ream for the Bologna paper in common folio.”19 A
ream of paper included around 480 sheets.20 The price above was from a cost book originating in
Florence during the early sixteenth century, and the average florin would today be worth about
140 American dollars. I’m not sure of the exact unit of measurement Hunter meant when he used
the word ‘dollars,’ but I assume it is Florentine, as the florin was the currency in Florence during
that era. I included this just to give us an idea of how much the paper would have cost Prüss
during this time; however, keep in mind that Prüss was located in Strasbourg, not Florence, so
the prices would likely have diiffered. My guess is that paper reams in northern Europe were
much cheaper, due to the fact that there was a very high demand for printing materials in
northern Italy during this era. Once all of the watermarks in the Fasciculus temporum have
confirmed matches, the process of mapping the paper mills in relation to Prüss’ press will be
much easier and research should then focus on finding out which mills sold to Prüss on a regular
basis.
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